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ized vision of patriotism. She writes, “It was from 
the difference between us, not from the affinities 
and likenesses, but from the difference, that the 
love came: and it was itself the bridge, the only 
bridge, across what divided us.”  It is only once 
Estraven and Ai recognize the opportunity for 
growth and change in accepting each other’s 
differences that a state akin to true patriotism is 
achieved. 
By means of Estraven’s voice in the novel, 
Le Guin upholds an alternative idea of loyalty, 
which demands that love for a country extend 
across national lines. Estraven’s view of patrio-
tism goes beyond concern for one’s own self and 
one’s own nation; he cares for the betterment 
and progression of Gethen as a whole, assum-
ing a planetary vision for mankind. Describing 
all that he knows and loves about his home 
country, Estraven says, “But what is the sense of 
giving a boundary to all that, of giving it a name 
and ceasing to love where the name ceases to 
apply? What is love of one’s country; is it hate of 
one’s uncountry? Then it is not a good thing.”24  
Patriotism for Estraven means looking past fear 
of the other, risking vulnerability for the sake of 
bettering all of humankind through open trade 
of knowledge and technology. For having these 
beliefs and supporting Ai’s cause, Estraven is 
denounced as a traitor. It is only when Estraven 
sacrifices himself at the end of the novel, the 
ultimate proof of his loyalty to all humanity, that 
the truth of his vision for Gethen is acknowl-
edged.
The Left Hand of Darkness differs from 
Slaughterhouse Five and Paradise in that it 
does work beyond just problematizing idealized 
war ideologies like “heroism,” “black national-
ism,” and “patriotism.” Le Guin’s novel is most 
successful in that it offers a clear alternative 
in Estraven’s patriotism which values personal 
connection, recognizing the potential for delight 
in accepting the unfamiliar other. Though the 
story’s end promises progression for Gethen as 
the king sees past his own fear-based patrio-
tism, it has come at the cost of a truly loyal 
man’s life. Le Guin recognizes the potential for 
man to embrace Estraven’s patriotism, but her 
novel also cautions the tragedy that can come 
from mistaking fear of the other as true love for 
humankind. Through offering an alternative pa-
triotism devoted toward an all-embracing form 
of progress, Le Guin shatters the national meta-
narrative which idealizes loyalty to one’s country. 
Patriotism, then, only holds true meaning when 
it is rooted in personal connection and human 
understanding—a lesson Le Guin compels us to 
heed on our planet. 
Slaughterhouse Five, Paradise and The Left 
Hand of Darkness demonstrate the potential for 
postmodern literature to encourage readers to 
reconsider the meta-narratives which propagate 
romanticized national ideologies about war. 
Though Vonnegut and Morrison’s novels raise 
criticism and argue a need for reevaluation of 
our accepted cultural justifications for war, they 
provide no clear sense of what is truly worth 
fighting for. In a similar way, while Le Guin sug-
gests that the acceptance of difference and the 
formation of relationships are necessary to incite 
change, she also does not let her readers forget 
how difficult achieving these ideals can be. Yet it 
may be enough for postmodern art to just offer 
us a critique of our society; the stories of Vonne-
gut, Morrison and Le Guin go beyond celebrating 
or demonizing our world in an attempt to foster 
real conversation about our national ideologies. 
One of postmodernism’s primary goals is to com-
pel us to imagine for ourselves alternative ways 
of being in the world. By not offering us easy 
solutions, these postmodern authors encourage 
us to commit to human connection—the only 
means by which we can recognize each other’s 
needs and bring about universal change. War, 
in the context of the aforementioned novels, is 
what we have turned to in our inability to un-
derstand each other’s differences. In addition to 
exposing the ways in which we rationalize war, 
the postmodern shattering of master narratives 
allows for the multiple voices and conflicting 
perspectives, which communicate those stories 
and lessons and are not heard often enough. 
Like Estraven and Ai, we must reach out and 
touch each other across difference in order to 
truly rebuild our world. 
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